| VIEWS AND REVIEWS
Lately, my mind is very much turned toward the future. I'm writing a large-scale show exploring the future of love and technology for Outside the March. For the young performers of Rosedale Heights, I'm writing about a dystopia in which all teenagers take a magical pill that wipes away their heightened emotions.
Nothing fills me with more anxiety than thinking about the fact that change is so inevitable, and this anxiety has spilled its way into my work and the way I think about art in general.
Future-anxiety struck me as quietly present in our panel discussion on Canadian Theatre. Though the gathering was inspired by the past, the essential thing to take away, I believe, was the palpable anxiety in the room about where we are, and how it must change.
I I've addressed this article to the mythical emerging artist-the young/new/millennial-under-30/first-ten-years-in-the-profession artist. I dedicate this article to you.
The Most Creative Project of Your Career Will Be Your Career
Path. Start your own company. Make sketch comedy videos starring your cat. Become Instagram famous. Direct an opera. Maybe it has always been this way, but it feels as though this generation is defined as special not just by its creative work but by the ways we apply our skills and talents in a multitude of contexts. Mitchell Cushman is producing site-specific adventures in tattoo parlours, releasing storytelling podcasts, and directing Shakespeare at Stratford. Anika Johnson is a widely renowned composer and lyricist and performs regularly in a Spice Girls Tribute Band that achieves more press and attention in Canada than any theatre project I can name. She also tours the world in a dance performance art group in which she pretends to be a sheep (okay, Anika wins this game). Our resumes are crazy Mad Libs, and they will only become more bizarre and unsteady and utterly creative.
2. As our audience's income disparity grows, we will have to change fundamentally. As it stands now, professional theatre is accessible to-and designed for-the middle class and the wealthy. Soon, these categories will be further apart, and we will have to radically remodel to serve the wider population, or we will be only amusements for the rich. Maybe this means finding a way to work without box office altogether, and restructure as a free service. Maybe this means finding ways to have larger audiences, paying lower fees. Maybe this means mirroring income disparity in some theatres, making the $100 seats cost $500, and the $40 seats cost $10. Maybe the solution is more radical than I could ever conceive of. The answer will be different for different organizations, but the change is coming.
3. Our audiences will not be subscribers. The millennial generation will never be content to attend theatre in the way our parents did. Sometimes a wish to cater to young people can be seen as an insult to older audiences-biting the hand that feeds-but nothing is for everyone, and right now everything within the theatre establishment, from content to marketing, is primarily targeted at an older generation, who like to plan their theatre outings for specific dates, up to a year in advance. What's wrong with this? Nothing! Except that the millennial art-goer, who attends museums and concerts, and seeks out interesting film and television, doesn't even know what a theatre subscription is. (I have no data whatsoever to support this fact, but it's true!).
4. Millennials will not accept the male-dominated world that came before. The time of women in supporting roles on-and offstage is drawing to a close. If we do not find women's stories and women's leadership in theatre, millennials will not attend. Every creative field is embracing the talent pool of women comedians, women thinkers, women writers, directors, producers, and more. Theatre can't be left behind.
5
. Theatre spaces will change, and theatre will find new spaces. From small but vital steps in the transformation of our main spaces (like allowing drinks into the theatre) to site-specific experiments happening in basements, cars, coffee shops, ambulances, canoes, and garages, the physical geography of theatre will only continue to expand and complicate. New innovations in online ticketing are allowing more and more spaces to host artists, and adventurous new audiences are interested in spaces that enrich the experience of what they are seeing.
6. Leadership will be focused on innovation and will embrace hope. I say that this will happen, because it must happen. There are no other choices. Whatever you want to call the people who make live performance in Canada-an art form, a community, an industry, or an ecology or economy-we won't survive with leaders who work from a sense of fear. It is easy to spot danger; we can all mourn and berate shrinking audiences, picky art councils, and stubborn unions. But intelligent critical thinking needs to be applied to what can be done, as much as what can't be done. This is easy to say but difficult to practice. In hiring a new artistic producer or executive director for any group, company, or institution, I hope boards everywhere will rank courage at the top of their list of assets. This is not going to be an easy few decades for the people in charge. 8. Diversity is the future (and the present, and the past!). I feel that any comment I make just won't sum up what needs to-and must, and will-change. This is so much bigger than just finding casts that aren't all white. This is a fundamental change in attitude, an appreciation of a diversity of more than just colour, gender, and body, but also perspective. A diversity of voices is already speaking, and always has been, but it's time for those voices to be heard everywhere.
Theatre communities in this country
9. We will talk about the things around the art, because it's easier than talking about the art itself. Talking about the state of theatre can be hard for very practical reasons. No one has seen every show, most people have not seen most things, and, whatever you did see, you inevitably saw it a different night than the person you're talking with, and they had a better seat than you did. I have had some of the best conversations of my life with friends, family, and artists after seeing a single show, together. But theatre is a painful medium to try to talk about, in general. We are almost always bound to our home city, our own languages, and in many other ways we are tied to only ever appreciating a small segment of what theatre is in the world today. For these reasons, it's easier to talk about the institutions and movements around the art, instead of the art itself. This article is an example. I have more to say about being an artist than about art, because art is so hard to speak about in specifics.
10. The actual artistic work is-and always will be-more important than anything else. Even as we wonder how the people will change, how the frameworks will change, and how the world will change, we all have our own artistic work-as unique as our fingerprints-to wrestle with, internally, externally, and in every other way. There is no reason to make art accessible if it holds no honesty, no integrity, and no craft. There is no reason for great artistic leaders, without great art for them to curate, collaborate on, and promote. Diversity is not only about keeping our art form politically urgent, equitable, and relevant; diverse voices bring rigour and discourse and let the best art reach the surface. It is so much easier to spot changes in the people making the work, the institutions supporting the work, and the people experiencing the work, than the work itself. But this last entry is the most important, and the one I can make least specific. Artists make art: that's the past and the future, and the primary goal.
A last thought
These ideas could probably apply, for the most part, to twenty years ago, and twenty years from now. There has never been a time when, for example, strong leadership was not important, and when art was not changing, and so on. But that doesn't mean it's not true now as much as ever. The more things change, the more they stay the same. The world is exciting and terrible, frustrating, and complex, and the only certain thing about the future is that it is on its way.
